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ABSTRACT .. ‘ .
Case studies of six college freshmen enrolled in
freshman composition courses that ‘'used sequenced assignments
. addressed to the same topic all term were used to investigate how
§tudents define revigion, how their teachers define it, and what is ,
important about the differences in these definitions. The students
possessed a common theory of revision that was thoughtful,
consistent,; and systematic. It was derived from imagining their
readers' process of interpreting what they had written. Viewing
prewriting as the primary source of invention, they tended to see
revision "externally," to restrict it according to criteria already
_present in the first draft. Unlike these students, experienced
wvriters--including the teachers in the study--saw revision in &
.second, "internal®™ way, as a part of the process of rhetorical
invention. Lacking sufficient flexibility, the students had trouble
adapting themselves to the teachers' stress on revision as discovery.
They tended t6 misunderstand directions and comments from their
teachers intended to suggest internal revision. These results
indicated that what the students already knew was blocking what they
' needed to learn. Their paradigm prevented their teachers' meaning
from reaching them. Teachers must recognize the often unpredictable
effects of such conflicts, as must composition researchers. (JL)
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INTERNAL REVISION: CASE STUDIES OF FIRST YEAR COLLEGE WRITERS

-

SUSAN V. WALL

.

' ~

/ UNIVERSITY OF PITTSBURGH:
Tbié paﬁer is based on a set of case stuéieg which I
. .

. recently completed at the University of Pittsburgh. The

purpose of the research was to study reéision_in the

-rhetorical .context of freshman composition instruction. I
< &

Y foilowéd sixiitudqus through their first semester at Pitt,.
talking Qith them for about ten hours ovég thelcéurse of the
fourteeh week term and having access to all their work andf
to interviews wlth’tﬁiir teachers. The courses in whlch’///

T, @hey were enrolled were all designed as spiral curricula

7 >_using sequenced assignﬁenté’addressed to the same topic all
/ . !
term. The pedagogy was one that Ken Dowst has .called the Y

i

“"epistemic approach,” one in which assignments typically

refer back to earlier assignments and invite students to re-
. 1
see what they hiri said before. Revision as invention, in

othér words, was an éssential part of what was being tadght.
‘Q

; The four students I'1l bd talking about today were all

white, middle class, and came from Pittsburgh or its

¢
surrounding anggs. Two, John and Jean (all these names are

fictitious), had been placed in ba51c writing courses, John

”

at level one and Jean at level two. -Dlagne and Maggie had

been evaluated as "average" in ability, and both had elected

v

V

.1 .

Kenneth Dowst, "The Eplstemlc Approach: Writing, Knowing,
and Learning,” in Eight Approaches to Teaching Composition,
ed. Timothy R. Donovan and Ben W. McClelland (Urbana:
National Coun011 of Teachers of English, 1980), pp. 65-85.
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to take a course in critical writing.

3

What I want to focus on today is the theories of -

P

-

revision involved in these case studies: how these students
- defined revision, how their teachers defined it, and why we

/xg}ght want to concern ourselves with the differences between

L
4 . -
.
' -

the two.
3
lo .. In contrast to the freshmeh whom Nancy Sommers studied, )
. th;se student writers were not what I would call .
<~ . "atheoretical" in their approach to rev1s:.on.2 A;fhough they~ o

themselves felt that their, previous educatlon had not tau?ht -
them much about revising or encduraged rev1élon of their

work, their remarks in our early\ interviews indicated that,
they had déveloped a sense of the usefulness of revision

that Qefined itvas hore than making minor lexical Ehange; or

X error corrections. Although both their sophistication and
writing performanéé variea, their common, theory of revision. ,
was thoughtful, consistent, and systemhtic. " They had what,’
Sommers calls "an fnternalized .sense of what constitutes

good writing.”. ' At .

> + Nancy Sommers, *Revision in the Composing Process: A Case
Sstudy of College Freshmen. and Adult Wrikers," Diss. Boston
University 1978, pp. 153-158.: .
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. Their theory of "revision" was derived from imagining

their reader's procefg ‘of interpretlng what they had

written. It was (to borrow Linda Flower(s useful term) a -

reader-based theory, whose chlef end and principle “was the

clear .and effective communicatlon of 1deas to an audienceJ
. . ¥,

In our’ éarly 1ntervxews, these students expressed a dynamic
sense of how a reader had to qo from.p01nt to point in an

. {
essay, and their comments indicatpd that as they revised

A

«they seemed to be ;ryrng to imagi e:that'reader's ) \
experience. . " :

- o ‘ . \

Thes;hwriters all spoke repeatedly of their efforts to

= ~~
make papers "flow,” a metaphor\ﬁor a sense that an essay's

meaning unfolded steadily upon rereading \g\thout confusion.

"I know right there," ‘Jean said, "if I have to go back and
reread the sentence, that’ somethlng has to be done with it,
because the reader's not going to understand it elthqr

v

This concern for clarity justified tne revisions they made

in the paragraphs of their papers. An introduction had to
"be worked on until (rather }ike Kenneth Burke's notior of

LY

form as "arousing" expectations) the reader was ePcouraged
to read on. “A$ Jean put it, "From reading [tpe I
introduction] you get theifeel the writer's going to lead

~ . “
you in." A conclusion was a chance to make sure the

important points had been under8tood. Thdis megnt, in turn,

that paragraphs in the body of the essay had to be arranged

P




~7 | “
and clarifiéd‘and,examples elaborated so that the reader’

would be abde to see %hat the conclusions made sense.

-~ i
- .
-

»~
!

In the hands of more skilled writers like D%anbe and .

- -~ ‘
.

Maggie, various éspects of the theory were more -»
»

sophisticated and subtle than they were for the two basic
writing students. John and Jean,. for, example, thought thaf'

revising was iméortaﬁt in.order'%o have a paper that would

' not bore the reader. Dianne and Maggie agreed, but they '

3
would talk of being "original" and "persuasive," not just-

. / i
"interesting." To make a paper "flow" fér the reader, John

-

concentrated .on blocking out the paragraphs of an essay'so g
that they kept to one tWpic, Jean worked on paragraph to

paragraph "fluidity" ang "logic,” and Dianne and Maggie

3 / - 1
. . “ 3
worried as well about sentence-to-sentence connections and

.

overall coherence., But these writers all,éx:’essed what I .
would céll a very adult desire that their idd&as shoudld be
understood. They spoke most disparggihgly not of former

teachers who had been challenging ot tough, but of those who

had-not cared abqut or believed what tpey had written.
. .

.
*

. . ) N
In Donald Murray's terms, then, these'sgpdents had an

understanding of the’ function of revision that was

- I .
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, . v LTSN . '
"external” rather than “internal," Their primary source’'-of
'V . :

N
» N ¢

e invention was préwriting; and while this'did not make them °*

3 - ' <0
~ unaware ‘of or indi;;ereht tow}he 1}§e6Very of new

suggrdinate ideas for examples during composing, they used
the set oj ideas they had begun with as criteria which

¥limited the scope of what would be changed during drafting,

~

a way of screening out new superordinate ideas or anomalous

#

1nformatlon whlch might serlously challenge what they
intended to say and prompt any major reformulation of thelr
S~

approach to the paper. Then,once a first draft had been -

completed, it bevame in turn the basis.for criteria

governlng further revising. Assuming that.thgir main ideas

.

would be in place by the point that thls draft reacpe?

4

closure, '‘these writers engaged in further revising only when '

.
the? felt it was needed in order to itprove how the paper

"soudﬁed," that is, how it made sense to the imagined
1 ]

- . . J - +

reader..

oy

The distinction, then, that I weuld make betwegn the

\ "adult writers studied by Sommers and other researchers suach

h .
as Mimi Schwartz, Linda Flower and John Hayes and.the

3 .
) ponald Murray, "Internal Revision: A Process of
Dlscovery," in Research on Composing: Points of Departure,

-~ éd. Charles R. Cooper and . Lee Odell (Urbana: National
Council of Teachers of English, 1978), pp. 85-103.

»

¢
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subjects of this study is not one betwgen writé;s who are

1 " Y .
theoretical in their understanding of revision and others .

»

who are not, but one»getween writers who undersfand revision

<«

to have two different functions and writers who know only

- .
one. Experienced writers, that is, understand req}sion in

the same way~these .students did at first, as a way to

-

prepare a written proguct ioﬁmeet the needs of the reader.
But in contrast to tﬁese,students, many experienced writers-
- including the teachers in this study-- aiso understand
revision in a second way, as a part of tﬁe procesé of
rh?torlcal 1nvent10n. The functlon of this second k1nd of

revision is wrlter based to help them discover ‘what they |,

can know anpd say. -
. .
c

To be sure, the two revision functions can blur,

-

overlap, and alterhate in the composing process. A writer

.

may invent new approaches to a topic in the broéess of

imagining what will persuade'the reader, or find that what

POy '7’,‘,_

at first jﬁgt l&qked liked an example that neeééd further

clarlflcation is neally somethihg she doesn't»understa 4a, é
]

&
sign that*ﬂﬁygvmére work on invention needs tg be doﬁg ’
. <, e
Conversely, anything written in an exploratory draft or as °

\

the result of reéformulation will still haéeJtoj&a'

,

reconsidered from an "external" perspective }fktﬁe intended
reader is someone other than the writer. A -~
. ' 4 . . N

-~




But there are important reasons, research and

experience suggest, for writers to know about both funcqioné

of revision even when .they choose typically or in:j‘ ’ ‘
particular situation to concentfate en Sust one. One reason
is that because writing turns'language into an ohject whigh
_may be retrieved end manipulated, expToratory'drafting.and
heuristic revising have distict .advantages-over thinkiné or
talking as bases for inventioq. A second reason for
intern;l revision ié that‘wrlte:s cannot always predict the

difficulty and confusion they will encounter as they write.

If they are unable then' to waive their concerns for the

¢

clarity and unity of .the final writfen product and

'concentrate on working through their problems, the1r only

options are to give up, either by reduclng the challenge of

what they are attempting or by trylng somethlng else

ehtirely. . \

*

-

These students, ho&eéer, lacked the flexibility mature

~

writers have for working with provisional drafts and

subsequent revisions and for coping with problems that arise

~

in their httempts to do so. What they could do w1th a draft.

=N

"» of a paper mlght be descrlbed as a process llmlted at both

ends, *that is, c1rcumscr1bed by what they thought they had

to invent before drafting and by what they thought they

FE

should do once that draft was.complete. They saw revision

as an important way to communicate what they had to say, but

.
L . ¥

7
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not as a way to discover it. ¢

¥
.

N

\ . S . L -
Because of the assumptions these students brought with

them to college; serious problems arose when they b
[ .

encountered teaching dire&ted to an unfamiliar way of
understanding revision, one ;hich stressed discovery and the
re-seeing of ideas. This unfahiliar approach atifirst
confused, puzzled, and even angered thém; their existing

frameworks for comprehending the language of writing

N

instruction did not prepare them'for understanding what it
was tﬁey were being asked to do. Their knowledge got in the
way of their learning something new.

e

They were baffled, for example, by assignments which
- :

‘asked them to éngage in what has been called "heuristic”.

revision, that is, using & pgper or draft as a basis for

something more to say about a subject. When John, for

example, wag asked to revise his earlf papers 5& adding

other exampiés and a lot more information he saw this )
xequest. as arbitrary, a requirement, as he'put it, to "pad"

his papers with "details" which.he felt would juét be

ﬁg%;bJLing“ to his reader. It took him over a month of such
assignments before he realized that extensive redrafting

could be part-of a process of invention, that it might "take = .

a lot of words" td get to what he wanteq’to éay but‘ghat the \_/j

»

effort was worth it becauei{5 as he put it, "you might learn 7
. . - *

’ .
Lo
L 4 “ .
»
- . *
} . ./ ' .
. ' .

s N »
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sometnlng. | y.
. S Va
Teachers' initial statements intended to encourage

revision and affer help with drafts met at first with

. similarly uglcomprehénding responses. . Two teachers in the

-

study, for examplé, specifically stated in their course

3

descriptions that papers could be revised extensively, as

» .
o

many times as a student wanted, ﬁgg that they would be
- ¢ . . )
available for conferences to discuss problems with the

course. When I asked Jean, however, if papers could bé

A

revised %nce they were submitted and returned, she said that
she was not sure if that was allowed. When I asked Dianne

: - 1
and Jean whether they had considered talking “to their

teachers about the problems they were having with confugion

’

and ambiguity in their drafts, their initial reactions were

to seem surprised at the gquestion.

A
.

In general, written comments on papers which were
" i
intended to suggest internal revision were not seen that

way. Statements such. as, "probe the issues further,“ or,
"can you say ?ore about this?" were interp}eted as
judgments of the final product and pethaps as advice to try
harder next time. Or if the§e writers did consider -
o revision, their teachers' commgnts were seen in the same
light as these students saw their own drafts; these comments

- -

_ were understdod, that is, as tredting the ideas of the paper

’

N




—

" more "insightful" essay, peﬁhaps even one representing "a

as established rather than as alterable or preliminary.

Revision might mean adding examplgs for support or_
clarifying or reorganizing what was alreéady there. But it

. A _
was not a way of a%kidg,'"What other evidence might support
a different conclu;ién? In what other ways can this evidence

be interpreted? what else can this paper be made to mean?"

Y

4

Even assignments which 'asked directly for paper '

revisions were subject to difficulties of inéerpretat}on
when they were couched in terms that-did not match the
students' definition of revision. When Jean, for example;,
was given a revision ass%ﬁnment which asked for a "smarter,"
change of mind,” she interpreted it to mean that she should

take what she had written and "back it up® more, "give the

- reader background"uso>that the paper would be more

*

"readable."” An even more intriguing response was Maggie's
reaction to an assignment which asked her to "revise (i.e.,
re-vision, re-see)" a paper she had written in order to:

"find'something to say" that would be more "insightful,”
that would create a "smdrter paper, not necessarily a more

‘elegant or correct one." When I asked Maggie what she

Y

‘thought she was being asked to do, she said:
. .

I guess I just figured that you took your paper
and you took what was wrong with it, and what you
learned since from when you wrote it, like going
over it in class, then you just try to make it a
better paper. I always think of it as more. '




technical, eveg though I did .have a lot more ideas.
"Technical"'s like the way, the words go, sentence .

structure, the way you cap put them togethgr 50 that
they sound better. Usually you qﬁve your ideas, and
you just-want it to flow smoothly.

Seo

? )

What I find fascinating hére is. the transitional language.

. .4
Is revising valuable only to convey mQre "smoothly"” the

[

ideas gne already has, or is it sometﬁing that happens
because the‘writer has 1earn?d something, discovered "a lot

more idgas?”, Maggie is on her way, I think, from one

<

langiage about revision t3 another, but she's not there yet.
Her remarks confuse the ;ﬁo functions of revisioné rather
than distihguisb between them. She almost arrives at the

point where she can connect revising with invention, but

. then the old reader-centered theory asserts itself and she

ends only with revisibp as a demonstration of what is
‘technical," by which I think she means "technique” in its

raot sense, a demonstration of the writer's skill in .
-~ L] f

creating a well-made artifact.,
. < .
. \

s
Yoo -

Wﬁi@}[ﬁhen, are the implications of this study?

<

[
¢

In a recent article in College Composition and

Communication entitled "The Winds of Change: Thomas Kuhn and

the Revolution in the Teadching of Writing," Maxine Hairston
discusses what she sees as the breakdown of that "common

“ .

body of beliefs and assumptions” that has been called the

¢

. . . .' .13
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[} . . 4 N .
"current traditional paradigm.™ Richard 'Young has noted {//
N . . .
that some of the dominant features of that approach to
E%%ching wrifing are® an émphasis upon "the formal properties

»
of the writ;@p text" and a general disregard for the process
S

-of invention. Hairston elaborates#ﬁurther Young's set¢ond

. g
point, observing how traditionally trained students believe

that they must "know what they are going to say before they

write," an assudbtionxwhich effectively relegates revision

to a final stage of composing and divorces it from the o

process of .invention. Although, she goes on to argue, we .

-

may be in the middle of a "paradigm shift" in the field,

temporary gr ad hoc measures will not provide effective

resolufliofis to the probléms inherent in ghe system itself.

4

My tonclusions today are much the same. The students
in tpis study had difficulty re-seeing revision because of

the coherence and consistency of their own language for

.understanding the proéess, language typical, I think, of the

current traditional approach. Their definitions of xzevision

4 R
Maxine Hairston, "The Winds of Change: Thomas Kuhn and

,the Revolution in the Teaching of Writing" CCC, 33 (Februafy

l982),-76-&8.

5 -

Richard: Young, "Paradxgms and Problems: Needed Research
in Rhetorical Invention," in Research on Composing: Bpints
of Departure, ed. Charles R. Cooper and Lee Odell (Urbana:

National Counc11 of Teachers of Engllsh, 1978), pp. 29-47.
‘ r

-
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formed frameworks for interpreting the language owariting
instruction as powerful as the “frames" or "schemata" which,

_as reading researchers_and theorists arque, gdvern a

Pl

reader's comprehension of a written text. "What we know and

-
23 - -

can know," as Tény Petrosky says, "is dependent on what we
' S

( ¢« already know and believe."

For this reason, then, we need- to see the‘procese of

1

learning as transformational rather than incremental. 1In

»

these cases’, that is, learning a new definition of revision

was not a matter of adding information on to what students

4 * . . ]

' already knew, new facts onto an existing data base. On the

oontréry, what these writers dlready knew about revision

14

blocked a new kind of understanding. Whensteachers spoke to

’

them about revision as "re-seeing," they either did not
seem "to comprehend what was being said at all, or_qﬁey

translated this writer-centered language into reader-

LY

centered meanings. It was a process which reveals, I think,
the power of the paradigms by which they had been taught.

"A way of seeing," as Burke observes, "is also a way of not
7 !

seeing.” //

s

6 !
Anthony R. Petrosky, "From Story to Essay. Reaglng and
ertlng,“ CCC, 33 (February 1982), p. 23.

"7
Burke, Permanence and thange: An Anatomy of Purpose (New

York: New Republic, Inc., 1936), p. 70. : L !

RC . 15
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Learning a new approach to revision, then means that

students must ‘experience what Bill Coles calls an

"alternation in mind" which "can be seen as a change in

language, a sh1ft in terminology or definition, the -
replacement of one vogcabulary (or eyntax) by another.”
“Replacement,” .I thinK,‘is the kéy term here. These case
studies suggest that significant changes in Ghat students
hnow about revision.are uhli&el& to happen piecemeal of '
through partial or ad hoc efforts when the 'langhagesﬁ&hy
which they defineé revision are systenatic andjwell

established. be€arning of this sort takes time, and is

unpredictable. All four of the students I've mentioned were

able by the end of the term to talk about revision in ways

.‘that convinced me ‘that they could connect it with 1nvent10n.

But bne, Madgie, was unwilling actually" to -take the risks

that re-seeing her drafts would involvey And for John,

Jean, and Dianne, it was six to eight weeks into the ferm

before any-.significant internal revisions appeared in their

-
1 4 R «

drafgs. -5 . .

. .
- R [

The systemat1c nature of a paradlgm also accounts, I

think, for much of the confu51on ané fgustratlon I saw

A

P . ,
8 \ ‘
William E.Coles, Jr., Teaching Composing: A Gulde to

Teaching Writing as a Self-“Creating Process (New Rochelle,

Rew J€ : .

eérsey: ayae BOoK Company, Ing., 1974), p. 26. .

L)
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involved in the'learnihg process. Concepts, as Vygotsky A

, : . 9
_observed, do not lie in the mind like 'peas in a bag.® They

g .
are organized, primarily By language, into structures which '’ .
select and compdse what is known. Learning to think of
revision as invention,meaht, for these students, an undoing,

,a deconstruction, of the ‘languages which ordered what they
. J .
already knew, since to move from defining one function for
¢ ‘
‘revision to defining twd is to move, as Burke might put it,

{ from positive to dialectical terms, a different set of

relationships. "Internal revision” and "external revision,"
that 1is,. are the sort of terms which "requlre an opposite to

. 1o . .
define them.*ﬁ’)@ood writers, I think, know how to

aeknpwledge and dwell within the tension between these
opposites, recognizing that the curiosi&y\which spine out a
further line of argumeqt may work agaigét the desire. to
support and further confirm what ‘has already been said, or
thet fhe rewards of discovering more to say may come at' the
expense of the need for achieving closure{ Student writers,
however, may be unprepared for these tensions, and ;Lachers{
efforts to get them to re-see their assumptions and change

\

9 ‘ : *
Lev S. Vygotsky, Thought and Language, trans. E. Hanfmann
and, G. Vakar (Cambridge: M. I. T. Press, 1962), p. 110.

10 ?
Kenneth Burke, The Philosophy of therarx Form- Studies

<~

'in Symbqhic Action, J3rd. ed. (Berkeley: University of
Califo Press, 1973), p. 109n. \
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their approaches ﬁéy well be met’by respopées of ébnfusion,
frustrétion, or, aé'in Maggik's case, an unyéllingnéss to
¥ndo old ways and take the risks that discovery Qriting_
"involves. |

N .

»

Finélly, I think what I've been saying here about

teacblng applies to research as well. If we seek to study

. ' how tradltlonally trained students learn somethlng other

. \

than the current traditionaI_approach to composing, then we

need to think in terms of longer studies than most of the
N N )

ones that have been done so far-- not a few assignments or a

- 3 .

few weeks, but months, perhaps éven semesters of'years‘of
'consistent work. And we need to be prepared gor ambivaléﬁt
responses from subjects, uneven results, and the need for -

-

long~-term measures of change.

L

. This paper was presented at the annual conference'of the
National Council of Teachers of English, Washington, D. C,
November 20, 1982.
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